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Abstract 
 
Research in the arts is a controversial form of research even in scholar’s circles. Many artists nowadays 
are following doctoral programmes focusing on arts (a PhD in the Arts), in order to enhance their 
artistry through “academisation” but also in order to be capable of finding a job in the higher-
education field. There is an ongoing debate about these programmes whether they actually enhance the 
artists or not and if those programmes are equal to other research programmes that include for example 
scientific research. Through this thesis many definitions will be given in order to clarify the meanings 
of artistic research, of artistic practice, and the distinction between art practice-as-research and art 
practice-as-itself as well, just to name a few. But the central question to be answered through this thesis 
is going to be, what the relationship between society and academia is, and whether political artistic 
practices can play the role of intermediary. In order to answer that question besides the analysis of the 
anatomy of research in the arts, this thesis will focus on the case of how political artistic practices can 
achieve a symbiosis between academia and society. For that reason, the artistic research of the political 
artist Jonas Staal, who is currently following a PhD in the Arts, will be the case study of the thesis.  
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1. Introduction 
Artistic research is research where the artist makes the difference.1 
 
When searching for artistic research as part of a “PhD in studio art”, or “studio-art PhD”, or 
“PhD in Arts”, as the programme is usually referred to, one understands that this is related to 
the final educational step artists can take. Artistic research can be defined as the result of a 
research that artists conduct during a doctoral programme, resulting in new, related artworks 
and a written dissertation. Both products are linked to each other and are interdependent. As it 
is a new programme, it is obvious that there are many scholars who criticize the programme 
and ask if it is any beneficial to the artist or not. There is an ongoing debate about how artistic 
research can enhance the artists and whether it is equal to other kinds of research, such as 
scientific and academic research. There are many scholars who do not believe that artistic 
research can be equal to academic researches, while others believe that such a PhD can 
“destroy” the creativity of an artist. Those scholars tend to oppose following the belief that art 
should maintain a healthy distance from the formalisation that a doctoral research holds, or else 
the “academisation” of the art, while others such as Jeroen Boomgaard, art historian and head 
of the Master Artistic Research at the University of Amsterdam, believe that every single 
artwork requires a kind of research from the artist, which makes a PhD an insignificant 
endeavour.2 
At the same time, political art plays an important role to my research. Although many 
artistic movements are close to the academy, political art is one of those that is closer to society. 
It is influenced by the rapid changes of society, technology, economy and so on and those 
changes have a very important impact on the development of political art. Academia has 
specific principles and procedures, and follows its own pace to get input from the events that 
occur to society. What I mean is not that academia sits in a different and even “protected” 
sphere, but on the contrary, the role of academia is not to be easily influenced by anything that 
happens to society. There has to be a progression of events and an objective study of all the 
facts within a certain amount of time in order to comprehend and analyse academically the 
events that occur to society. Hence, the importance of political art. To me that kind of art works 
as an intermediate between society and academia bringing them together. Political artists and 
their products, the artworks, interact with society and their result can be appreciated and studied 
                                                          
1 Shortest definition of artistic research, given by Orpheus Institute in Ghent, as seen in Borgdorff 2012, p. 50. 
2 Βoomgaard, “The Chimera of Method”, in Wesseling 2011, pp. 57-71. 
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by academics. When it comes to artistic research, political art often grasps the opportunity to 
expand the research field on these matters and to give the events that occur in society a more 
academic point of view. In other words, it is my hypothesis that the symbiosis between society 
and academia, from the perspective of artistic research, can be achieved via political art. 
Through this thesis I want to explore whether political art as artistic research can play the role 
of an intermediate between society and academia. 
1.1 Historical background of artistic research 
Historically speaking, from the year 1955 already, the first steps on the path of artistic research 
were set, mostly on architectural subjects and less on visual arts. From 1986 onward there is 
an emerging model for research in art and design. As Judith Mottram, Professor of Visual Arts 
and Dean of the School of Material at Royal College of Art in London, claims that academic 
papers from that period stress the need to look at what artists could usefully investigate within 
the discipline, rather than leaving it to people from other disciplines to tell artists what was 
special and distinctive about their activities.3 Christopher Frayling, Rector of the Royal College 
of Art in London, sees art practice-as-research as “being exemplified by the iterative process 
of making a working prototype, testing and amending that model, and research into practise as 
including observations of practising artists at work”.4 But from 1996 on, the research 
population within the field of artistic research has grown rapidly and still does. Several boards 
and research institutions were founded at that time, such as the Arts and Humanities Research 
Board (AHRB) in the UK, and even more funds supported these doctoral programmes. The 
length of the dissertations and the obligatory years attending those programmes differ 
according to the country and the institution respectively. There is a division of specific models 
according to institutions that share the same characteristics, such as the UK model which 
includes programmes being held by universities from UK, Australia, South-Africa, Uganda, 
Canada and other Anglophone countries. 
1.2 Thesis approach 
In the past few years, artistic research has become a prolific subject for art historians. On the 
one hand, as a result, lengthy analyses are made of the characteristics and differences of artistic 
research throughout various PhD programmes in various countries, vigorous debates among 
                                                          
3 Mottram, “Researching the PhD in Art and Design: What Is It, And Why Do a PhD in Art and Design?”, in Elkins 
2014, pp. 35-82. 
4 Ibidem, p. 50. 
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supporters and opponents of the subject, and so on. On the other hand, art as politics and in 
general political art is a massively studied subject as well. The political dimension of art has 
been researched a lot and from different angles. And that happens because political art is a vast 
field of art containing many different forms of expression, for example activist art, 
revolutionary art and so on, while each political artist has a personal way to create his or her 
artistry, including forms of protests, interventions, or performances. Many philosophers and 
scholars, such as Jürgen Habermas, Hannah Arendt, Chantal Mouffe etc., have approached 
political art from a different angle, each one trying to give his or her perspective. For that 
reason, I will not focus on artistic research itself or political art, but on political art as form of 
artistic research.  
In this thesis, I am going to draw from the fields of artistic research following the 
approach of Henk Borgdorff, political art from the perspective of Art History following the 
angle of Lucy Lippard, and art as politics following the agonistic approach that Chantal Mouffe 
has developed. As I already mentioned, many points of view regarding artistic research has 
been said but the one that I separate is from Henk Borgdorff, professor in the field of research 
in the arts, who is a proponent of the debate of artistic research. For Borgdorff, artistic research 
is about research that does not assume the separation of the subject and object, and does not 
observe a distance between the researcher and the practice of art. Instead, the artistic practice 
itself is an essential component of both the research process and the research results. This 
approach is based on the understanding that no fundamental separation exists between theory 
and practice in the arts.5  Artists use art practice as research method, which purpose is to 
broaden the general understanding through an original investigation.  
The aim of research in the arts is to interpret the artistic development of the artists 
through practical experimentations and theoretical frameworks and it is performed by artists. 
The collaboration between universities and art colleges, between theory and practice, gives a 
new critical and cultural point of view that is vital for modern society. An interesting form of 
academic research is the research intervention. Mika Hannula, Professor for Artistic Research 
at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden (2005-2012) and a prolific writer about artistic 
research, states that the influence of people’s consciousness can be set as a goal in artistic 
research through praxes called research interventions.6 These interventions usually contain a 
                                                          
5 Borgdorff 2012, p. 38. 
6 Hannula 2005, p. 95. 
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social message that is focused on the public space and that is what interests me most. In my 
point of view, political art holds the key that intersects society and academia, under the prism 
of a constant critique of each of them. Here lies the issue of critical art. Chantal Mouffe, 
political theorist and professor of Political Theory at the University of Westminster in London, 
has developed her agonistic approach in which she states that critical art is art that creates 
“dissensus and makes visible what the dominant consensus tends to obscure and obliterate”.7 
The notion of the existing hegemony in every society and the politics of hegemony that also 
influence society play an important role into her research and those notions will play an 
important role in this thesis as well. Since the dimension of the political in art will be analysed 
here in accordance with artistic research, it is of great importance to acknowledge the 
hegemonic nature in every kind of social order and its relationship to the political. Mouffe 
claims that the “political is the expression of particular structure of power relations”,8 and that 
artists can “play an important role in the hegemonic struggle by subverting the dominant 
hegemony and by contributing to the construction of new subjectivities”.9 Through critical art 
is possible to overturn the existing hegemony and introduce a new form of hegemony. I will 
elaborate more on this in chapter one. Her agonistic approach has paved the way to develop 
how political art practices can be part of artistic research. Lastly, fI will elaborate on this with 
the case study of the artist Jonas Staal who engages with political art as part of his PhD in the 
Arts programme. 
1.3 Structure of the thesis 
The structure of the thesis will be as the following. In the first chapter, I aim to map the field 
of artistic research in balance with political art and art as politics. I will provide some general 
information about artistic research such as what it is about, which are its characteristics, and 
which are the ontological, epistemological and methodological aspects of artistic research. 
Subsequently, a short introduction from Lucy Lippard’s text will explain the differences 
between political art and activist art. However mainly, Borgdorff’s approach of artistic research 
and Mouffe’s about art as politics will have an essential role in that chapter. Lastly, the case of 
Jonas Staal, doctoral student of the PhD in the Arts programme at Leiden University,10 will 
follow in the second chapter. It will be developed with the analysis of Jonas Staal’s research 
                                                          
7 Mouffe, p. 4. 
8 Ibidem, p. 2. 
9 Ibid., p 5. 
10 Leiden University, Academy of Creative and Performing Arts, in collaboration with the Royal Academy of Art 
(KABK) in The Hague. 
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en titled To Make a World: Art and Propaganda in the 21st Century. Staal himself is an artist 
who is enormously interested in the political aspect of art and the role that politics and society 
have regarding contemporary events. That is the reason why, in collaboration with BAK,11 
basis voor actuele kunst, in Utrecht,  he established the New World Academy, an organisation 
whose publications call for political organizations invested in the progressive political project 
to share with artists and students their views on the role of art and culture in political struggles.12 
Some of these articles will frame this chapter along with his personal papers and essays 
regarding the projects that New World Summit,13 which is Staal’s central organisation, 
coordinates around the world introducing “alternative parliaments” for the political 
organizations that have been excluded from democracy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
11 Official website of BAK, http://www.bak-utrecht.nl/en/Basis/About 
12 As seen in the official website, http://newworldsummit.eu/news/new-world-academy/ 
13 Official website of New World Summit, http://newworldsummit.eu/news/new-world-academy/ 
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2. Artistic research  
 
The principal chapter of this thesis will be firstly dedicated to artistic research. It is essential to 
acknowledge the necessity of research in the arts and the difference it has compared to other 
kinds of research. It will be analysed under which criteria art practice qualifies as research, 
what this practice entails and how research in the arts is divided. I want to underline also the 
fact that there is an ongoing debate about artistic research. There are people from academia and 
the art world, who oppose the very existence of the artistic research while others support it. 
The issue of artistic research is centred around matters regarding the purpose of that research, 
what significance it has and what place it serves. How artistic research is distinguished from 
art practice and of course the question of legitimacy play an important role on that debate. Not 
to forget that this newly established PhD in Art follows artistic research as the principal 
guideline. In that sense, how can a personal, practice-based research degree, such as PhD in 
the arts, be evaluated? What is the place of these PhDs? Which institutions can be characterized 
qualified in order to provide those programmes? And under which funding? Those questions 
tend to occupy the debate on artistic research, they fail however to understand the contents and 
scope of artistic research. In this thesis the substance and necessity of research in the arts is 
undeniable and the thoughts questioning the basis of the research should be mainly focused on 
the research itself. For instance, how is art practice eligible for research? Are there standards 
to differentiate art practice-in-itself from art practice-as-research? And lastly, how does artistic 
research differ from scientific or academic research? These questions will be answered in the 
following pages in order to understand the necessity and the gist of artistic research. 
 Artistic research, to begin with, has always been and still is attached to the artistic 
development of the artists along with the development of the disciplines that artists work on.14 
There is a mutual interconnection between many disciplines such as philosophy, sociology 
along with religion and anthropology and the evolution of each one goes hand in hand with the 
evolution of the rest of them. Respectively, the growth of an artist can be inextricably linked 
to the development of other disciplines, as long as the artist is engaged with them. Through 
artistic research, artists find the space for fundamental reflection through the steps that artistic 
creation entails. Nowadays, with the hectic pace that artists need to follow in order to join the 
                                                          
14 Borgdorff , p. 117. 
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art world and art market successfully, they lack the time to stop, study, observe and actually 
think. To think of their artistic production and how they should explore it more and reflect on 
it. On the contrary, they have to promote themselves through social media and through the art 
market which avert them from producing quality artworks but instead leads them to mass 
production of artworks and projects in order to survive into the vast art world. Following this 
need, the pamphlet published by the rectors of Austrian art universities comes naturally in 
saying: “Fundamental artistic research, beyond market-oriented art production, is the basis for 
Austria’s future as a ‘cultural nation’.”15 It is a matter of urgency for universities to adopt 
artistic research as a method of research, but as mentioned before things between academia and 
artistic practice are not always smooth. Those two worlds are interconnected and many things 
could be achieved from their connection. Undoubtedly, both worlds can have an impact on 
each other that can lead to interesting results. 
 Prior to artistic research, academic research appeared and set the rules that research 
should have. So, in order to understand the principles of artistic research, firstly it is important 
to have an overview of the principles of academic research. According to the main definition, 
academic research is characterised as an “original investigation in order to gain knowledge and 
understanding”.16 This definition has been given by the former Research Assessment Exercise 
(RAE) in the UK. Research of that kind is formed by well-articulated questions, problems, or 
topics that are correlated to the context of research.17 In the case of artistic research it includes 
both the academic discourse on the arts and the art practice. The validity and reliability of the 
research results must be assured by the methods that each investigation applies to the main 
research. All these results should be appropriately presented, documented, and disseminated 
while the key questions to be answered through the research are: What is being studied? Why 
is it being studied? How is it being studied?18 Accordingly, if artistic research follows the same 
principles and answers those questions, why should it then be excluded as a kind of original 
research? So, in the case of artistic research respectively notions such as the object of research, 
the context of research, the method of research, and the way the research result are presented, 
disseminated and documented are inextricably linked to the practice of making.19 It becomes 
clear that the centre of that research is the artistic practice itself, which means that the research 
                                                          
15 Money 2007 in Borgdorff p. 118. 
16 RAE 2005, p. 34. 
17 Borgdorff, p. 120. 
18 Ibidem. 
19Ibidem, p. 121. 
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starts and is being formed by the artist’s creative actions, and results from that research are 
artistic products and practices. These notions of artistic practices that follow artistic research 
are the factors that differentiate academic research from artistic research.   
 In addition, the form of research itself plays an important role in the debate on artistic 
research. Henk Borgdorff in his book The Conflict of the Faculties: Perspectives on Artistic 
Research and Academia, (2012) analyses if art can actually be a fundamental part of the 
research process. According to him, this can be achieved, when this type of research 
distinguishes itself from other research in terms of the nature of its research object (an 
ontological question), in terms of the knowledge it holds (an epistemological question), and in 
terms of the working methods that are appropriate to it (a methodological question).20 But of 
course, the leading question in the debate is how art practice qualifies as research. Although in 
the art world there are distinctions between the various aspects of art, for example in the visual 
art there are two-dimensional, three-dimensional, or audio-visual works, in the debate about 
artistic research it is not possible to draw the differences between object, process, and context. 
As Borgdorff continues, object stands for the ‘work of art’: the image, the performance, the 
design, the material and so on. Process stands for the ‘making of art’: creating, rehearsing, 
developing images and concepts, trying out. While context stands for the ‘art world’: the public 
reception, the cultural and historical environment, the industry.21 In the assessing of research 
in the arts it makes a difference whether one examines the results of concrete art objects or one 
looks at the documentation of the process that led to those results and so on.  
 In order to be more specific, the definitions of the research in the arts and the humanities 
underline the essential aspects needed to be satisfied to achieve the research’s validity follow. 
To begin with, the investigation should be intended as research.22 Meaning that in order to 
accept specific research results, there should be a well thought and studied contribution to the 
already existing knowledge. Of course, research is about an original investigation that should 
add new insights to the existing knowledge of the problematic that it studies.23 It can be based 
on a research carried out by other people but it has to add new angles on the topic and new 
insights on the results. Lastly, the ultimate aim of that investigation is to enhance the knowledge 
and understanding on that subject that it studies.24 And in the case of art, the works of art are 
                                                          
20 Borgdorff, p. 31. 
21 Ibidem, p. 41. 
22 Ibid. p. 42. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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the contributing means to examine the artistic world. Of course, disciplines such as sociology, 
psychology and aesthetics are important for the examination of the art world, but there are 
always other performative and evocative ways to achieve that as well. In the end, as the 
Research Assessment Exercise’s (RAE) definition places it: “an original investigation 
undertaken in order to gain knowledge and understanding.”25 However, the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (AHRC) adopts a different angle on the subject. What interests 
them the most is the way the study is being designed and what the research involves whereas 
the RAE is more interested on the results of research.26 The criteria that the AHRC sets as 
parameters are the following: 1) the research ought to form clearly articulated research 
questions or problems. 2) The importance of these questions and problems for a specified 
research context must be explained, including the contribution that this research will make and 
how it is related to other research in the area. 3) One or more research methods are to be 
specified that will be applied to address and possibly answer, the questions and problems. 4) 
The results of the research study and the research process should be appropriately documented 
and disseminated.27 It might look like these criteria are very strict but one should keep in mind 
that research questions, context, methods, documentation and dissemination are open to change 
during the process, but the design of the investigation and the study itself is epitome of the 
research. 
  Having analysed the main definitions that characterise research it becomes clear that 
there is a pattern used by both sides. The notions of originality and authenticity of the 
investigation are essential for a satisfying research, along with the notions of methods, research 
questions, context, documentation and dissemination. But when it comes to artistic research 
there is always the part of the art practice that plays a crucial role to the research. In that part 
also there are some criteria that have to be met in order for the research to be successful. 
According to Borgdorff, there should be criteria to distinguish art practice-as-research from art 
practice-in-itself and as he suggests: 
 
Art practice qualifies as research when its purpose is to broaden our knowledge and 
understanding through an original investigation. It begins with questions that are 
                                                          
25 RAE 2005 p. 34. 
26 Borgdorff, p. 42. 
27 Borgdorff, p. 43. 
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pertinent to the research context and the art world, and employs methods that are 
appropriately documented and disseminated to the research community and to the wider 
public.28  
 
Those criteria show all the steps that an investigation has to overcome in order to be qualified 
as research, but are there any criteria to distinguish art research from academic or scientific 
research? It is important to draw a line among these researches in order to acknowledge the 
importance and need of artistic research in the field of the higher institution. Once again, Henk 
Borgdorff has analysed which questions have to be asked so that the distinction of artistic 
research from academic and scientific is clarified. Those questions concern the ontological, 
epistemological and methodological nature of the research. “The ontological question is being 
formed by the sub-questions: What is the nature of the object, of the subject matter, in research 
in the arts? To what does the research address itself? And in what respect does it thereby differ 
from other scholarly or scientific research?”29 Accordingly, the epistemological question is 
followed by: “What kinds of knowledge and understandings are embodied in art practice? And 
how does that knowledge relate to more conventional types of academic knowledge?”30 
Finally, the methodological question is formed by: “What research methods and techniques are 
appropriate to research in the arts? And in what respect do these differ from the methods and 
techniques in the natural sciences, the social sciences, and the humanities?”31 However, art 
practices cannot only be seen through these questions and that is because art practices involve 
many more things. Aesthetic practices touching upon issues such as the sublime and beauty are 
part of the practice of art along with for example performative and hermeneutic practices. 
Performative practices are part of it in the sense that artworks effect on the audience, alert us 
and even alter our understanding of the world, while hermeneutic practices are involved in art 
practices since artwork allow multiple interpretations. The very nature of art practice is emotive 
and that is because art works speak to our emotions. Hence, when artistic practice comes to 
light, the above perspectives are also relevant.  
In an attempt to further explain the above questions in companion with art practice I 
will sum up the three basic questions in artistic research, based upon Borgdorff’s research. To 
                                                          
28 Ibidem. 
29 Borgdorff, p. 44. 
30 Ibidem. 
31 Ibidem. 
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start with, art research pays equal attention to both art objects and creative processes. That 
involves aesthetic, performative, hermeneutic and emotional points of view. But above all, the 
result of that process is the art work itself. Research in the arts focuses on the materiality of art 
to the extent that it makes the immaterial possible; and on the immateriality of the art to the 
point that is embedded in the artistic material.32 These notions as part of the creative processes 
and artistic products may be coherent in the research. In addition, the epistemological issue of 
the unique character of art knowledge is also approached by phenomenology, hermeneutics, 
and the cognitive sciences.33 However, with art works perception being fundamentally vague, 
the interpretation of them is an ongoing process where the interpreter and the interpreted are in 
an ongoing cycle of mutual interpretation. In the other words, the knowledge embodied in art 
as practical knowledge, is cognitive, though non-conceptual; and it is rational, though non-
discursive.34 We can distinguish the concept of artistic research which concerns the impact it 
has on our understanding of the world, the “material thinking” of research which is about the 
non-positional knowledge and experience, the embodiment of artworks and creative processes 
being the non-conceptual part of artistic research, and finally, the contingency of artistic 
research which is about the direction of a not-yet-knowing approach to the research. For 
Borgdorff, that artistic research is more about thought, than theory, in addition I believe that 
only through thought, on matters of artistic research, theory can be changed and updated. 
Artistic research has paved the way of a new era of thinking in the arts. Borgdorff concurs, that 
art and the humanities in general are more analytically than empirically oriented in contrast 
with other fields such as the natural and the social sciences. Since the main focus is on the 
interpretation and not on explanation, it comes natural that forms of research in the humanities 
are historiography, philosophical reflection, and cultural criticism. From all these facts 
regarding the ontological, epistemological, and methodological aspects of research in the arts 
combined in one sentence he gives the following characterisation:  
 
Art practice – both the art object and the creative process- embodies situated, tacit 
knowledge that can be revealed and articulated by mean of experimentation and 
interpretation.35  
                                                          
32 Borgdorff, p. 46. 
33 Borgdorff, p. 48. 
34 Borgdorff, p. 49. 
35 Borgdorff, p. 53. 
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Based on the above analysis, Henk Borgdorff comes to a clear and specific definition of how 
art practice-as-research distinguishes from art practice-in-itself: 
 
Art practice qualifies as research if its purpose is to expand our knowledge and 
understanding by conducting an original investigation in and though art objects and 
creative processes. Art research begins by addressing questions that are pertinent in the 
research context and in the art world. Researchers employ experimental and 
hermeneutic methods that reveal and articulate the tacit knowledge that is situated and 
embodied in specific artworks and artistic processes. Research processes and outcomes 
are documented and disseminated in an appropriate manner to the research community 
and the wider public.36 
 
In conclusion, I strongly believe that artistic research is undoubtedly essential to the academic 
world since its contribution to the art sphere and academia at the same time is tremendous and 
unique. It brings together two fields that otherwise would have been separated from a joint 
deeper investigation and it manages to achieve that with tools that have a meaning in both 
realms. The topics, the questions, and the results of research are being judged, as a procedure 
essential both to the art world and academia. In addition, artistic research being executed by 
artists differs itself from other academic research, since the latter is set within the walls of 
academia, gaining its validity from the community of peers. In the case of artistic research, and 
especially in the fields of political art as happens to my case, society has also a say in the 
research in its own way. Society and academia are inextricably linked in the case of artistic 
research in political art practices and both influence in their own way the outcome of the result 
and the procedure as well.   
2.1 Political Art vs Activist Art 
 
The following sub-chapter is a tiny glimpse of how ‘political’ art and ‘activist’ art can be 
characterised. It would not be possible to thoroughly analyse these massive forms of art due to 
the specific length of the thesis and the topic of the thesis too, so just a small introduction to 
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these art forms follows. As a form of art, political art has been challenged and questioned 
whether not all forms of art practice contain some sort of political character, or whether it is a 
privilege of political art only. After all, social and political frameworks do apply to various 
forms of art. Grant Kester in his book Art, Activism, and Oppositionality, (1998) has argued by 
citing various philosophers such as Kant, Schiller, Hutcheson, etc. that aesthetics is undividedly 
to political and social realms. Hence, it has been agreed through Kester’s research that 
aesthetics does not exist without politics.37 They are inextricably linked and interact mutually. 
However, this does not mean that all forms of art can be called political art. The difference lies 
in the fact that some art practices intentionally point to political concerns in order to create 
social change, and this is just a starting point of the distinction. Practices that follow this point 
of reference can be either ‘political’ or ‘activist’ art and they have different aspects as well. 
They have their own successive generations of artists, who created their own new forms and 
discourses while intersecting with aesthetics.  
The distinction between ‘political’ and ‘activist’ art has been argued by Lucy Lippard 
in her essay Trojan Horses: Activist Art and Power (1984). Lippard’s approach to political art 
is that this form of art is associated with the liberating achievements of modernists in their 
struggle against the repressive impulses of a puritanical bourgeois society.38 From that point of 
view a set of art practices developed, which purpose it was to elaborate upon social issues, even 
to be concerned with them and occasionally to reflect these issues via ironic and constructive 
critique. On the contrary, for Lippard ‘activist’ art is a more recent hybrid cultural form that 
was not developed until the 1960s. Even though revolutionary practices formed simultaneously 
with society and moved activist art, conceptual art and performance art were the ones from 
where activist art took strategies to engage with the world, whereas simultaneously trying to 
expose and criticize the hierarchies set up by social, political and economic systems.39 For 
activist art the use of public space is essential since it is community-oriented, visible, and 
focused on organizational activities.  According to Lippard, activist art is not just about being 
opposed to social, political and economic hierarchies, but being opposed while “providing 
alternative images, metaphors, and information formed with humor, irony, outrage, and 
compassion”.40 There are more major differences between ‘political’ and ‘activist’ art in the 
fields of stylistic rifts, aesthetic choices and political methods. Obviously, activist art has its 
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own political character which produces and is produced at the same time by various historical 
events. Its artistic production is influenced by political concerns that occur to activist artists, 
and lastly it is a form of art strongly engaged with both society and individuals as well.41  
In this thesis, neither the similarities nor the differences between political and activist 
art play an essential role. On the contrary, the political character of activist art is of major 
importance and for that reason, after I will have explained the basic ideas regarding these art 
forms, I am going to analyse the way politics of art influence the way we understand art, the 
importance of politics of art in the modern world, and how Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic 
approach can be qualified a guideline for this specific research. 
 
2.2 Politics of Art 
 
The political character of activist art is undeniable as argued previously. A basic characteristic 
for activist art is the use of the public space for activist purposes. Public space plays an 
important role in various academic debates; according to Chantal Mouffe it is generally 
accepted that public space is a field where the creation of consensus is what matters most,42 
even though her agonistic approach does not follow that thinking. Mouffe (b.1943) is a political 
theorist and prolific writer on matters of political philosophy. For her, the nature of the political 
can only be understood by the knowledge of the concepts of ‘antagonism’ and ‘hegemony’.43  
Artistic practices contribute to the struggle against capitalist domination since the antagonistic 
dimension companions the political, just as the hegemonic struggle plays an important role to 
artistic practices.44 What Mouffe means by that is that art and the political maintain a relation 
that goes both ways. There is an aesthetic dimension in the political and there is a political 
dimension in art, whereas according to the theory of hegemony, artistic practices have a part in 
the constitution and maintenance of a given symbolic order, and that is the reason why they 
necessarily have a political dimension.45 As a philosophical discourse, Mouffe objects 
liberalism, because the uncontested hegemony of liberalism is to be blamed for the lack of 
political thinking. Liberal thought indicates a rationalist and individual approach, making it 
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difficult to fully comprehend the pluralistic nature of the social world. That pluralism is full of 
struggles which liberal thought cannot resolve in a rational way and that happens because of 
the element of antagonism that identifies human societies.46  
As Claire Bishop in her paper ‘Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics’ (2004) explains, 
for Mouffe, “a full functioning democratic society is not one in which all antagonisms have 
disappeared, but one in which new political frontiers are constantly being drawn and brought 
into debate – in other words, democratic society is one in which relations of conflict are 
sustained, not erased.”47 It is vital to introduce new modes of coexistence of contributing to the 
construction of new forms of collective identity and for Mouffe modern critical art fails to do 
that. Following her pluralistic approach, the critical potential of art is not constrained to strictly 
negative and reactionary responses, but also bears the responsibility to put forward new models 
of politics and new modes of collective identity.48 In addition, Mouffe takes it for granted that 
the hegemonic nature of every kind of social order is concerned to establish order with main 
focus to avoid any incidents. As a result, every society can be seen as the product of a series of 
practices that try to achieve that.49  For Mouffe, this is why the political is related to hegemonic 
practices. So despite the liberal model, society is always politically instituted and also society 
acknowledges that hegemonic interventions constantly take place in a sphere where the 
previous hegemonic practices took place as well and therefore can never be a neutral sphere.50 
At the same time, for agonistic politics, the antagonistic dimension is essential and always 
present since, as mentioned earlier, opposing hegemonic practices cannot reconcile in a rational 
way and one of them has to be eliminated. Also, according to Mouffe, there is always the matter 
of ‘politics’ and ‘the political’ that needs to be sorted out. ‘The political’ specifies the nature 
of antagonism that can take various forms and can appear in many different social relations, 
but its presence is de facto in society. In contrast, ‘politics’ specifies a sum of practices, 
discourses and institutions that pursue to establish a specific order and to organize human 
society in an environment where the possibility of conflicts exists eternally since “the political” 
nature is present in that environment as well.51  
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 On matters of artistic practice though, Mouffe detects the need of widening the field of 
artistic intervention, so that artists could work in a large number of social spaces negating 
traditional institutions and their programmes which aim is to mobilize capitalism.52  Following 
the political aspect, forms of artistic resistance through agonistic interventions should be 
organized in order for society to reflect on matters of self-understanding through art. The 
political in art exists, so for Mouffe there is no point in segregating political art from non-
political art. Instead, the form of critical art is proposed by her as a means to scrutinize the 
different ways in which artistic practices oppose the dominant hegemony.53  In order to achieve 
that, the use of public space is essential and in the form of not a single public space but a sum 
of various different surfaces and public spaces. While public space has generally been seen as 
the terrain where consensus can emerge, for an agonistic approach the public space is the 
battleground where different hegemonic projects are confronted, without any possibility of a 
final reconciliation.54 Public spaces are hegemonically structured and while it is generally 
accepted that public space is the field where one’s aim is the creation of consensus, according 
to Mouffe’s agonistic approach, critical art sees the agonistic public spaces in a different way. 
Critical art is composed by a manifold of artistic practices bringing in the surface the mistakes 
made by the current political order while trying to propose new and alternatives actions.55  
 Artistic and cultural practices in agonistic public spaces tend to acknowledge critical 
art not in a way of creating consensus, but in a different way. According to the agonistic 
approach of Mouffe, critical art not only does not want to create consensus, but wants to 
underline the flaws of consensus while cultivating dissensus. A plethora of artistic practices, 
that constitutes critical art, has as an aim to give the floor to those who were silenced because 
of the existing hegemony.56 It is important to clarify that these artistic practices do not aim to 
give an illusion of ‘true reality’. The theory of hegemony negates the idea of ‘true 
consciousness’ since all of its elements are constructed. Following Mouffe’s agonistic point of 
view, new forms of artistic activism have to be developed ,which purpose would be to challenge 
the existing consensus. In order to better understand the political character of those practices 
we have to savvy them as counter-hegemonic interventions whose purpose is to occupy the 
public space in order to break down the untroubled image that corporate capitalism tries to 
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spread in the society, bringing to limelight its repressive character.57 By acknowledging the 
political dimension of these artistic interventions, the idea that to be political one has to make 
a total break with the existing situation in order to make something completely new, has to be 
abandoned. Today artists can still play an important role in the hegemonic struggle by 
overturning the dominant hegemony and by devoting themselves to the construction of new 
subjectivities.58 According to Mouffe, that has always been the role of the artists although they 
have been strayed over the years following the modernist illusion of the privileged position of 
the artist. So what she suggests is that artists joining forces with the revolutionary conception 
of politics can underline the importance that critical artistic practices have as an essential 
dimension of democratic politics, without however implying that a new kind of hegemony has 
to be established.59 Finally, it is inevitable for art not to be associated with some kind of 
traditional forms of political intervention as parties and trade-unions are. That happens because 
artistic activism on its own cannot bring the end of the neo-liberal hegemony.60 As I shall 
indicate in the next chapter, Jonas Staal, does indeed follow the rationale of activist art and his 
artistic practices can be understood under the prism of the agonistic approach. While I will 
examine his research through the lens of agonistic approach, it will become clear how research 
in the arts is important for both academia and society and the impact that it has on us 
individually as well.  
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3. The Stateless Democracy as Artistic Research  
 
3.1 Jonas Staal and the Stateless Democracy 
 
After having elaborated how a PhD in the Arts works within academia and society, what the 
agonistic approach deals with and how it will be used in the present thesis, I will unfold my 
case study. A Dutch artist whose artistic research I am going to explore is Jonas Staal (b. 1981) 
and his works deals with the relationship between art, democracy and propaganda.61 In the case 
of PhDArts (as PhD in the Arts is named at Leiden University), Jonas Staal can be characterized 
as a prolific artist with a progressive and in depth research in various fields under the umbrella 
of Stateless Democracy. The title of his PhD in the art is To Make a World: Art and Propaganda 
in the 21st Century,62 while his project, if one can simply call it project, is an artistic and 
political organization called the New World Summit.63 Founded in 2012, this Summit has 
developed a series of “alternative parliaments” worldwide, providing a forum of political and 
juridical representatives from organizations that have been excluded from democracy and who 
are listed as terrorists, banned from travel, and financially immobilized, with their assets frozen.  
These international gatherings have included organizations that are internationally 
considered to be state threats. In the European Union, a committee called the Clearing House 
was formed after the 11 September 2001 attacks to draw up a blacklist.64 This House meets in 
Brussels biannually but there are not any public proceedings or records of the process. 
Moreover, this committee is in charge to decide which organizations are not following the 
ideals of democracy, it can block their assets and international travels, however the way this 
committee is formed does not follow the democratic standards itself.   
That is the reason why, as Staal explains, the New World Summit was formed. To 
explore at what level art can serve as a tool to bypass these restrictions. It operates as a nomadic 
parliament which means that there is no specific geographical location since it does not 
represent any nation state. Those summits have taken place in Berlin, Leiden, Rojava, Brussels 
and Kochi so far. The inaugural summit was in Berlin in 2012,65 where a hundred invitations 
were sent to organizations that are mentioned on these international lists of designated terrorist 
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organizations (fig. 1-2). Four political and three juridical representatives were introduced from 
the following organizations: the National Democratic Front of the Philippines, a guerrilla 
faction that, since the 1970’s, has opposed what they consider to be the country’s US puppet 
regime; the National Liberation Movement of Azawad, a Tuareg-led group of insurgents that 
took over the two-thirds of Mali in 2012, striving for a “multi-ethnic” and “multi-religious” 
secular state the Basque Independence movement, that seeks to redefine the notion of Basque 
citizenship such that it might be applied to global struggles for self-determination; and the 
Kurdish Women’s Movement, which works in opposition both to the Turkish State and the 
male dominant structure within the Kurdish revolutionary movement. In the first two years 
since its inauguration, the parliaments of the New World Summit have hosted more than thirty 
organizations. For Staal the idea of stateless state is essential and he proposes a necessary art 
of the stateless state; an art not subject to prehistoric cultural and political structures, but an art 
that is a driving, imaginative force redefining the space and practice of the commons.66 
The “alternative parliament” in the form of the New World Summit went a step further 
with the creation of the New World Academy,67 a collaboration that Staal started with BAK, 
Base for Contemporary Art in Utrecht, the Netherlands. The purpose was to continue the 
exploration of art as a force to political restructure. What the New World Academy represents 
is a new form of school for those stateless political organizations to work with artists, scholars, 
and students over a period of three days. During those days their collaborations investigate the 
various roles art can have at the centre of political struggle in order to find the historical 
narratives and practices of stateless art.68 An example to be shared is the refugee collective 
“We Are Here”,69 who were invited by the New World Academy to teach at its school. They 
worked with other participants aiming to find new models for cooperation among artists, 
students and refugees. Members of Pirates Parties were also invited to teach. They founded a 
“Pirate School” named the Alternative Learning Tank (ALT) in which teachers, students and 
citizens were taught basic techniques for e-mail encryption and anonymous internet use. Both 
organizations function under the scope of statelessness, by choice (Pirate Parties) and by force 
(We Are Here) respectively. In addition, teachers from the National Democratic Movement of 
the Philippines introduced a practical application of the theory of art that is been followed by 
the stateless state. In collaboration with the participants of the academy they developed a new 
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model for “people’s trials”, a trial format intended to allow a civilian base to prosecute larger 
powers.70 This act follows the roots of the movement, where in the 1960s professor Jose Maria 
Sison, founder of both the Communist Party of the Philippines and the New People’s Army, 
called for a cultural uprising that demanded independence. Hence, the figure of the artist as 
“cultural worker” emerged and art became a central part for the National Democratic 
Movement.71 What a cultural worker stands for, within the movement, is actually the Filipino 
people’s right to self-determination. 
According to Staal this form of stateless state can be better understood as a “permanent 
revolution”, which is a permanent process of collectively communicating, critiquing, to shape 
the general understanding of culture, not as an administered identity but as one in constant 
movement.72 To quote him on this, “state structure cannot be replaced or obliterate by art; 
instead if there should ever be such a thing as a state, it should be the reflection of that 
permanent process through which people’s culture manifests and expresses itself, not as an 
administered identity, restricted or restricting any form of communication. Art of the stateless 
is people’s way out of prehistory”.73 Moreover, examining the form of stateless state through 
Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic approach, brings us to her argument of a democratic society in 
which relations of conflict are sustained, not erased.74 As I shall develop in the rest of the 
chapter, Staal’s stateless democracy can be seen under the scope of an agonistic approach since 
he creates a democracy as a counter-hegemonic intervention inside an existing hegemony, 
trying not to eliminate the latter but to achieve a symbiosis. Radical politics, as it is in the case 
of stateless state, are made by different forms of artistic activism and their aim is to challenge 
the existing consensus. If we see these artistic practices as counter-hegemonic interventions as 
Mouffe sees them, whose aim is to disrupt the smooth image that corporate capitalism tries to 
spread, then it becomes obvious that these political activist practices represent an important 
dimension of radical politics.75 Staal’s counter-hegemonic intervention aims to overpower the 
existing hegemony and to give voice and freedom to the silenced ones. In the case of Rojava, 
as it will be analyse in detail below, the idea of stateless parliament is becoming tangible, since 
all the parliaments in Rojava are stateless.76 
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Even though Staal has been actively involved in many different stateless democracies, 
this chapter will focus on the situation that takes place in Rojava in Syria or Western Kurdistan.  
It is by far his most important assignment, if one can call it so, and to be honest the length of 
this chapter would not be efficient to provide the full idea of what Staal actually does and also 
what really happens in these democracies. However, summarizing all of Staal’s publications 
on the topic along with the publications of Kurds activists and academics, I will try to outline 
the situation sufficiently. Furthermore, the political situation in Syria and its impact, along with 
the fallacious policies that the EU, Turkey and other countries have followed, led to a 
humanitarian crisis that has developed in Europe ranging from closed borders, large amounts 
of people drowning in the Mediterranean Sea, bodies washing ashore at amongst other islands,  
Kos, Mytilene and Lampedusa, the massive immigration flows, etc.; this all makes it more than 
important to get a glimpse of what is happening in a part of former Syria.  
 
3.2 The case of the Rojava Revolution 
 
In order to get a general idea of the Rojava Revolution, through his paper To Make a World, 
Part III: Stateless Democracy (2015), Staal sketches the reality that takes place to the area and 
the way the Rojava movement is structured. To begin with, the canton of Cizîre,77 one of the 
three cantons that form Rojava, is currently under the control of a transitional, autonomous 
government which includes all ethnic components in the region. The Rojava movement is 
contained by self-organized academies, cooperatives and peoples councils and its driving force 
is formed by the collaboration of the Movement for a Democratic Society (TEV-DEM) with 
the Democratic Unity Party (PYD). Since there are many different communities in the canton, 
the largest communities such as Kurds, Arabs and Assyrians have a quota of 30% political 
representatives, while smaller communities are tied to a quota of 10% political representatives 
in order to preserve the balance of the region.78 
Afrin and Kobanê form the other two cantons of Rojava, with Kobanê being famous as 
the epitome of the Kurdish resistance against the Islamic State. There are also differences 
among the borders that those cantons have. For instance, Cizîre borders with Turkey and Iraq 
on the east while Afrin and Kobanê have borders only with Turkey on the north. But on the 
south, from the Syrian side, they are being surrounded by the Islamic State and the Assad 
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regime.79 Their geographical position places them at the centre of great hostility and isolates 
them at the same time (fig. 3-4). The size of the territory is about two-thirds the size of Belgium 
and according to a 2014 study, the population has grown to a 4.6 million due to the many 
refugees from the Syrian civil war.80 It cannot be certain that this number is accurate since war 
takes place in the area and in those two years many refugees moved to camps in Turkey, while 
in the past 6 months more than 50,000 of Syrian refuges are stuck in Greece and more than one 
million Syrian immigrants are already in various European countries. Because of that Syrian’s 
and Kurds population records cannot be clear at the moment. 
Historically speaking, the Rojava Revolution has its roots back in 1960’s, when more 
than 120.000 Syrian Kurds were denied their citizenship. As Aliza Marcus in her book Blood 
and Belief: The PKK and the Kurdish Fight for Independence (2007) underlines, Kurds were 
forced to live in a grey zone where they did not own their property not even their cars, were 
banned from specific professions, Kurdish political parties were banned as well and the worst 
of all was that Kurdish-language education and publications were no longer allowed.81 The 
same happened in 2004, during the ruling of Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria. Assad killed 
dozens of Kurds in Qamishli when they displayed their flag along with other signs of national 
and cultural identity. In a way, it comes naturally that when the Arab Spring hit Syria in 2012, 
the Kurdish Movement was ready to act. As a result the three cantons that formed the Rojava 
Revolution were founded in 2014 and were officially announced as “The Social Contract”, as 
a homage to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s text from 1762. Staal explains that “The Social Contract” 
was co-written by all the various cultures living in the region such as Kurds, Arabs, Assyrians, 
Chaldeans, Arameans, Turkmen, Armenians, and Chechens.82 The opening lines of the Social 
Contract state: 
 
In pursuit of freedom, justice, dignity and democracy and led by principles of 
equality and environmental sustainability, the Charter proclaims a new social contract, 
based upon mutual and peaceful coexistence and understanding between all strands of 
society. It protects fundamental human rights and liberties and reaffirms the peoples’ 
right to self-determination. Under the Charter, we, the people of the Autonomous 
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Regions, unite in the spirit of reconciliation, pluralism and democratic participation so 
that all may express themselves freely in public life.83 
 
The Rojava Revolution, so Staal continues, and its union of multi-ethnic, multi-religious people 
oppose to the Western bloc as much as they fight Assad and the Islamic State caliphate. Rojava 
plays the role of the battleground for questioning if the nature of democracy itself can be 
developed to a radical, emancipatory political and cultural practice.84 From the perspective of 
Mouffe’s agonistic approach, these actions can be seen as counter-hegemonic actions, whose 
purpose is to give voice to the oppressed, silenced people of the area. Those counter-hegemonic 
interventions tend to overturn the norm of existing hegemony in order to propose their point of 
view as a new form of democracy. But there is the historical background of the region and the 
people living there taking in consideration the various politics that formed the area. To begin 
with, Kurdistan covers part of the Mesopotamian region, which in the seventeenth century was 
divided by the Ottoman and Persian Empire. At the end of the First World War the Ottoman 
Empire collapsed, while European governments fought against Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s army 
claiming the grounds. That led to Sykes-Picot Agreement, a secret agreement, between Britain 
and France with the approval of Russian Empire, drawing the lines of influence and control in 
the Southwestern Asia.85  These fixed borders in the area created spheres of control by Britain 
and France and led to the division of the Kurds across four different states: Turkey, Syria, Iran 
and Iraq. But none of these countries gave the Kurdish people their cultural and political rights. 
They faced repression, their political organizations were on a constant act of eradication and 
Kurds were even forced with Arabization in Syria and Iraq under the regimes of Assad and 
Hussein respectively.86  
 
3.3 Historical background of Kurdish revolution 
 
Following Stall in his historical sketch: from the very beginning of the Kurdish uprising in 
Turkey during the years 1925-38, the Turkish government launched an aggressive policy 
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towards Kurds, presenting them as terrorists who fight over education backwardness and 
economic deprivation instead of cultural and political freedom. In the 1970’s the international 
rise of anticolonial resistance and socialist movements resonated with the Kurdish 
community.87 These atrocities led to the establishment of an independent progressive 
nationalist state of Kurds. During that decade, the Kurdistan Revolutionaries group developed 
from a fragmented left consisting of Kurdish Socialist, Maoist, and Leninist parties, and in 
1978 it was officially declared the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK). The founders and 
propulsive organizers of the PPK arrived from university circles, through which they had 
unlimited access to revolutionary liberationist theory. As Sakine Cansiz, one of the early PPK 
founders who was shoot dead in Paris in 2013, recalled from the early years before the 
foundation of the PPK: 
 
In a short time, our movement became a political power, it went beyond a youth 
movement in ’75, ’76 and ’77. At first, our movement had mainly an influence on the 
student youth movement, then the qualified and militant youth at schools and in all 
areas we were active in. it changed the environment at schools… We grounded our 
movement ton ideological and political struggle and revolutionary violence. Necessary 
defence was actually a way of struggle that our movement [was] based on since that 
very beginning.88 
 
The guiding force and most distinguished representative of the PPK was Abdullah Öcalan, who 
came from a humble background of the Kurdish region in southeast Turkey. His political fight 
started when he was studying in Ankara, while he was involved in Turkish and Kurdish leftist 
groups. In 1972, he was arrested for participating in a protest and was arrested for several 
months. While in prison, he was surrounded by several important organizers of the 
revolutionary left, and when he was released he started working towards the establishment of 
PPK and soon after he found it, PPK succeed to be the leading revolutionary Kurdish party.89  
 The year after the founding of PPK, Öcalan moved to Syria to establish a safe haven 
for his members over there. He built an international network in order to prepare his militia. 
His cadre was trained by Yashir Arafat’s Fatah, George Habash’s Popular Front for the 
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Liberation of Palestine, Samir Ghosheh’s Palestinian Popular Struggle Front and the Lebanese 
Communist Party in the basic techniques of guerrilla warfare.90 As Özcan in his analysis of the 
PPK and especially of Abdullah Öcalan elaborated, in 1984, Öcalan announced that the party 
was ready to re-enter the Turkish Republic and claim the Kurdish part in the southeast of the 
country in order to establish the new revolutionary Kurdish government in the area.  That was 
the start of the war between PKK and the Turkish Republic that went on until the first truce of 
1999.91 The mountains of southeast Turkey shaped the best ground for a guerrilla war since 
they enhanced the PPK army with many Kurdish civilians that joined the fight as rebels or by 
providing food, hiding places, information and so on. At the high point of that war, there are 
claims that the number of PPK fighters was two third of that of the Turkish army in the region. 
As Markus states, there was a parallel government established by the PPK, which included 
security forces, an information network, newspapers, a taxation system, training camps in 
neighbouring countries, and a well organised diaspora.92 The structure of the PPK can be 
characterised as meticulous and hierarchical and is influenced by the Leninist avant-garde 
theory. Öcalan was the absolute leader, so Staal tells, and his militia members were prohibited 
from having any private property, engaging in any sexual relationships, and having partners or 
children.93 Total loyalty to the party and discipline in the ranks were essential.  
 
3.4 Kurdish Women’s Movement 
 
However the internal rise of the Kurdish women’s movement occurred and the above sketched 
absolute structure shook as its foundations. So, the Kurdish Women’s Movement was 
introduced and its purpose was warmly embraced mostly by Öcalan. The Kurdish Women’s 
Movement also plays an important role in Staal’s research and he has dedicated the fifth reader 
of the New World Academy series to their fight, hence it will be analysed further. Female 
members were always present in the high levels of hierarchy in the PPK ever since its 
foundation. For Sakine Cansiz, who was mentioned earlier as one of the early founders of PPK, 
the party has been “giving an ideological struggle from the very beginning against denial, social 
chauvinistic impression, primitive and nationalist approaches”.94 Women fighters standing as 
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equals among men fighters became an example of self-determination and independence. For 
many young women, joining the PPK and its militant female ranks was perceived as a form of 
liberation.95 Within the years, as the movement started to get bigger the role of the women 
became threatened, mostly because of the men from rural areas who joined the fight, who 
would not recognise women as equals. As Abdullah Öcalan recalls in his book Prison Writings 
II: The PPK and the Kurdish Question in the 21st Century (2011), young women fighters in 
particular, whose participation should have been understood as an important enrichment of the 
movement, were treated disparagingly as a burden, punished for their love of freedom and 
forced into the most primitive patriarchal relationships. Having in mind that war and conflict 
was a daily issue, the role of female emancipation started to become a secondary issue. 
Nevertheless, the women of PPK with the support of Öcalan, started to organize themselves in 
order to put in the party’s agenda the emancipation from the patriarchy, since equality was 
supposed to be an important acknowledgement of the Kurdish history and culture. At the same 
time, Turkey was spending much money on the war, around 11 billion dollars, and had 
employed more than 220.000 troops in the region.96 Around the time that Öcalan was captured 
in 1999, the PPK lost much of its territorial control. But that was only the beginning of the 
liberation movement, which was directed on many levels by the women militia. 
It is beyond question that the first and most important impact the women’s movement 
had on the PPK was the need of a structural self-critique. There were many examples of young 
women joining the PPK in order to get away from the slavery, but within the hierarchical circles 
of the party they met similar power structures. For that reason, Öcalan theoretically empowered 
and backed up the relationship between the women’s movement and PPK’s positions towards 
colonialism and capitalism. According to him, “the male monopoly has been unchanging in the 
life and world of woman throughout the history, resembling the monopoly chain that capital 
monopolies maintain over society. And that it has been the oldest powerful monopoly. Women 
as can be called the oldest colonised people who have never become a nation. In this social 
context, the family is developed as man’s small state, and as an institution has been perfected 
throughout the history of civilization, because of the reinforcement it provides to power and 
status apparatus.”97 All this critique, led Öcalan to redefine the relationship among family, state 
and capital, deducing that the patriarchal model of power can never be fully liberal. That applies 
not only to women but to any constituency in struggle. What needs to be done according to 
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Öcalan is to overcome the flow of power structures that block the national liberation struggle.98 
He rejects the idea of an independent state altogether and proposes a new model called 
“democratic confederalism”. This model is influenced by the writings of the American 
ecologist and anarchist Murray Boockin that Öcalan studied while in prison. More detailed, he 
claims that the Kurds should push for democratic autonomy without the state, and instead of 
following the basis of principles of decentralized self-government by councils and 
cooperatives, principles of gender equality and communalism (communism without the state), 
and confederalist models of co-existence and cooperation should be followed. That creates the 
space for a new “social ecology”, which would make society conciliatory against the internal 
enemy, patriarchy, and its external one, the forces of global capitalism.99 So, when the Social 
Contract was written along with the guarantee of a secular political system, the full autonomy 
for each of three cantons, and the empowerment of local councils and cooperatives, the political 
participation for each gender was set on a quota minimum of 40 percent; and as a commitment 
the developing of a new “social ecology”. 
Inside the circles of the Rojava Revolution, the Kurdish Women’s Movement keeps on 
enhancing its autonomous cooperatives, militia and councils (fig. 5-6). Staal elaborates on this; 
Kurdish Women’s Movement has also created its own academies in order for the young women 
soldiers to learn all the key terms that characterize the Kurdish revolution along with the 
women’s liberation. Besides the armed struggle, there is the ideological education that has to 
be done before the young fighters will be ready to join the fight. Those academies offer at least 
thirty days of ideological training because those young women should know what the political 
model they are fighting for is.100  Moreover, throughout the years and the revolutions women 
have suffered enough without earning any rights for them. Wanting to reject the nation-state 
and its patriarchal roots, these academies established a new form of science from the women 
perspective, and that form is called jineology. It means women’s science: logy refers to the 
Greek “logos” (knowledge), while jin means women in Kurdish.101 Jineology in simple words 
is a science of women about colonized classes and histories in order to formulate a new path 
of academic research beyond the dominant structures of the patriarchal capitalist state that are 
already established.102 Gönül Kaya, journalist and representative of the women’s movement, 
states that the existing research calls for a “women’s paradigm”, namely the rejection of the 
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relation between the woman-object (slave) and the male-subject (master). A relation that has 
been interwoven with modern science and scholarship, causing the establishment of “natures” 
within social life.103 Jineology believes that these “natures” are social constructs and rejects the 
precondition of the social construct that considers patriarchal society to be based on difference. 
Jineology studies feminine, colonized history and science in order to support the “ecology of 
freedom” that Rojava has adopted from Murray Bookchin’s concept of “social ecology” in 
combination with the studies of Michel Foucault and Judith Butler together building the 
foundation of this political and scientific struggle in philosophy.  
However, the struggle of the Kurdish Women’s Movement has been presented under 
different prisms of conservative and patriarchal society. According to Dilar Dirik, academic 
and activist of the movement, “instead of acknowledging the cultural revolution that the actions 
of these women constitute in an otherwise conservative, patriarchal society, many reporters fall 
for the same used-up categories: while state media, especially in Turkey and Iran, portray 
female guerrilla fighter as “evil terrorist prostitutes,” family-hating, brainwashed sex toys of 
the male fighters, Western media often refers to these women as “oppressed victims looking 
for an escape from their backward culture,” who would otherwise face a life full of honour 
killings and child marriage”.104 What the patriarchal society fails to understand is that those 
women are fighting for a new definition of political power for both men and women. Under 
that scope we can understand the necessity of revolutionary violence as it has been analysed 
by Sakine Cansiz. She claimed that this self-protection is not just about survival but also to 
secure the possibility that this political model can become a reality, which otherwise would be 
denied.105 For the agonistic perspective, that conflict has to take the form of agonism, namely 
the struggle between adversaries whose right to defend their ideas is not to be questioned. The 
democratic principles of liberty and equality for all is what they share in common but their 
interpretations differ. Society is always politically instituted and within society hegemonic 
interventions take place constantly in order to overturn the existing hegemony and install a 
different form of hegemony. In the end so Mouffe claims, it is all about the enforcement of 
their ‘reality’ to be hegemonic over their opponents ‘reality’, and that confrontation is what 
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forms the ‘agonistic struggle’ which is essential for a vibrant democracy.106 The Rojava 
Revolution has developed and followed models that embrace gender equality in practice, 
religious tolerance, and decentralized structures as to distribute the power, transforming our 
understanding of power and that it can operate in different ways, not only through the state. 
That is the purpose of stateless democracy. 
 
3.5 New World Summit in Rojava 
 
The collaboration between the New World Summit and the Democratic Self-Administration of 
Rojava led them to develop a new public parliament, to create a stateless parliament for that 
stateless democracy (fig. 7). A parliament, so Staal conveys, that both expresses a political 
vision, but at the same time serves as a tool to bring this vision to operate.107 The most important 
creation of that collaboration is the construction of the parliament itself. Instead of using an 
existing building in the area, they decided to build a pubic parliament that would entail all the 
beliefs and ideological propositions of that newly created democracy, the stateless democracy. 
The notion of ideology as a material form and even better ideology as a morphology has been 
approached for the construction of the parliament, in other words the new approach of 
democracy and ideology in general finds its ground in the new approach of morphological 
development. Staal explains further: Rojava tends to recuperate democracy’s origins as found 
in the form of agora (assembly) in Ancient Greece, the locus where the theatre of politics has 
its roots. Hence, the parliament of Rojava is designed as a public space, following stateless’ 
democracy definition, namely all parliaments are public with communal domains (fig. 8). Even 
though the accepted view of public space is the terrain where one seeks to create consensus, 
for the agonistic approach it is the locus where conflicting points of view are confronted 
without any possibility of reconciliation.108 The agonistic public spaces always underline 
plurality and through critical art the aim is to give voice to those who were silenced by the 
existing hegemony. That does not mean however, that through these critical artistic practices 
the ‘true reality’ is revealed. These are constructed forms of political identities and should not 
be understood under the prism of rationality or subjectivity. It is simply the counter-hegemonic 
practices that occur in order for a hegemonic form to overpower the others. The structure of 
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the parliament, morphological and ideological, as Staal indicates in the following. The literally 
circular shape of the parliament comes from the shape of assembly and its attempt to dislocate 
the power from the clear centre while it engages egalitarian social compositions in order to 
minimize and equalize the distance between people109 (fig. 9). There are also circular arches 
that represent the foundational pillars of the practice of stateless democracy and each one of 
them carry each key concept that is written on the Social Contract and form the basis of the 
Rojava Revolution. Staal calls this a trilingual representation of the words “Confederalism”, 
“Gender Equality” and “Communalism” (fig. 9), in order to ensure the peaceful expression of 
the cultural diversity of the region, while at the same time they communicate in Assyrian, 
Arabic and Kurdish in the Democratic Self-Administration.110 The roof of the parliament is 
covered by large canvasses from fragments of flags. It represents that Rojava is a coalition of 
organizations which altogether create the idea of this democracy and at the same time give 
shape to it. The ideological design is actually created by the revolutionary practice and 
revolutionary imaginary, giving to the parliament its morphology.111  
 The architect of the parliament, Paul Kuipers, who is a member of the New World 
Summit, along with Jonas Staal has been influenced in this project by Russian Constructivist 
art and Brazilian architecture. Following the Constructivist aesthetics the parliament captures 
the idea of a permanent self-interrogation of power throughout the practice of stateless 
democracy. They chose for the spherical shape of the parliament because it is not a perfect 
circle, honouring the constant nature of revolution and not what it has been achieved in the past 
(fig. 10). The arches that form the parliament are placed decentralized in order to enhance the 
sense that the parliament is under permanent construction, even finished. But it also aims at a 
permanent aesthetics and ideological self-interrogation, in a state of a constant self-critique. It 
is a hybrid architectural manifesto that can only function if its users will carry on under the 
same ideological struggle. The purpose of Democratic Self-Administration and New World 
Summit for the parliament was to be ideology materialized.112 It is the nature of Rojava that 
led to that intention and from this nature it follows that revolution is mostly a performance of 
ideology. Under that prism, the parliament is more than a form, it is a performance that aims at 
self-interrogation and transformation.  
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Having explained the aspects of the Rojava Revolution and its history, it becomes clear 
that this revolution is not about the creation of a utopian world or a revolution focused on 
territorial disputes. Rather, it is a revolution about reform, or better, a change of form. From 
politics to art, the Rojava Revolution proposes a new form, a new performance of politics and 
a new performance of art. At this point I would like to give an example from Jonas Staal of the 
idea of ideology as form, which I found to be the epitome of Rojava’s ideology: 
 
… During a conference, a Kurdish party leader lectures in Arabic. While having fought 
for the right to speak Kurdish, now she decides not to: she was a former minority, now 
a majority; her Arab listeners were a majority, now a minority. She could perform 
power, but she decides not to …113 
 
3.6 Revolutionary Realism in Kurdish art 
 
I cannot conclude this chapter without mentioning the artistic practices that take part in the 
locus that I explore. After all, this thesis is about the artistic practices of a PhD in the Arts. 
Hence, it becomes even more interesting to examine whether there is artistic creation in Rojava 
and if so, what it is about. In the city of Derbisiye, in the Cizîre canton, the Rojava Film 
Commune has been developed. For Diyar Hesso, filmmaker, teacher and one of the founders 
of the Rojava Film Commune (fig. 11-12), the form of art in Rojava is inextricably linked to 
the case of stateless democracy. The aim for them is to develop a realistic art for a specific use, 
a kind of “useful art”.114 In that context Hesso proposes the option of revolutionary realism, as 
a kind of reality that becomes possible through revolutionary practices. Through revolutionary 
realism notions that describe a specific norm such as realism or utopian, and the way citizenship 
or terrorist act should be, are being declined. Instead, it proposes a new way of shaping these 
notions, after rejecting the norm, because in that way one rejects the nation-state that already 
controls the perception of these notions.115  
In addition, morphology defines the concept of art in the case of stateless democracy as 
well. As the knowledge and practice of visual literacy, the morphology of art tries to introduce 
new practices of a stateless democracy and a self-assessing power. To get things straight, for 
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Staal, visual literacy is about the ability to “read” form, but also to create a new form.116 In the 
case of a painting it means that one can observe the representation and understand what is 
depicted, but also one can understand its construction and its form, such as the materiality and 
the technique. In that sense, the morphology of art provides all the information needed for the 
comprehension of an artwork. However, this comprehension does not stop at matters of 
painting or sculpture. The same applies to the parliament as well and as a matter of fact it can 
go deeper, that is, looking at a parliament morphologically can show us the parliament as an 
arena or a theatrical space, where a choreography of actors takes place under the scope of 
performed power. The parliament is not just a specific building – circular, square or triangular 
- but also a place of assembly, where people vote and debate. Through the morphological 
analysis though, one sees that a square parliament creates different social and spatial dynamic 
than the circular one.117 Those differences can affect the way the form and the choreography 
of the assembly influences the outcome. For example, an open air parliament can produce a 
different outcome instead of a covered parliament. Besides the constructed performance of the 
nation-state, the shapes and forms follow the same constructed norm. So, in the case of 
revolutionary practices of stateless democracy the material reality has to be reformed. This can 
happen through art, where new forms of morphology are being developed.  
In order to understand the idea of “revolutionary realism”, we have to return to the roots 
of “socialist realism” from the Stalinist era of the Soviet Union. Andrei Zhdanov, cultural 
minister at the time, in his “Speech to the Congress of Soviet Writer” claimed that the task of 
the artist was to get familiar with life in order to be able to depict it truthfully in the artworks 
instead of depicting it in a scholastic way, not as an “objective reality” but as the reality in its 
revolutionary development.118 There are however differences between “soviet” realism and the 
“revolutionary realism” of Hesso. Staal explains: to begin with, in revolutionary realism there 
is the notion of possibilities of a revolution, while in socialist realism everything is about the 
enforcement of how a revolution is supposed to be. The idea of socialist realism is based on 
the absolute obedience of the socialist state which is ruled by a fixed leader, in that case Stalin, 
who was unapproachable and surrounded by heavy machinery. However, in the case of 
revolutionary realism politics are about power that is under a constant process of self-
assessment. Realism is about new formations that are created by a collective, as part of the 
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performance of the stateless democracy.119 In the words of Hesso the idea of realism is defined 
from what is present and not what is possible: 
 
We as the Rojava Film Commune try to represent the dreams and imaginary of 
this revolution. We believe in an art that connects the historical culture of 
society with a new revolutionary morality and politics. Our case is society’s 
cause; but not the society that is already present, the society that we’re 
constructing as we speak.120 
 
It is beyond doubt that artistic practice is affected by the ideology and the case of the stateless 
democracy. Revolutionary realism is essential for those artistic practices because it is based on 
the imaginary that is currently present and the ideology, presenting a phase of permanent 
transformation.  
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4. Political artistic practices as bridge between society and academia 
 
As has become clear in the previous, research in the arts appears to be a well-structured form 
of research, and when it follows the criteria that I laid out in the chapter 1 undoubtedly can be 
characterised as a form of research. Artistic research abides by the regulations that other 
academic researchers have set, contributing however at the same time to the academic world 
in its own unique way. As a research in its own right, it provides artists the way to enhance and 
develop their artistry while improving their theoretical and academic backgrounds as well. The 
centre of that investigation is the artistic practice itself, so the research starts and is being 
formed by the creative actions of the artist while the results of that investigation are artistic 
products and practices. In every case of academic research the originality and authenticity of 
the research are combined with the methods, research questions, context, documentation and 
dissemination in order to provide an accurate research, but in the case of artistic research the 
artistic practice is equally important. On top of that, artistic research is more about thought, 
than theory. The aim in this case is to broaden people’s knowledge of the world while the 
research is simultaneously being influenced by society itself. The latter mostly occurs when 
political art is being involved in the research. In my personal view, as I stated in the introduction 
of the thesis, political art can be seen as the intermediate of society and academia. Political 
artists interact with both academia and society, and influence them accordingly. It is the very 
nature of political art being engaged with the events that occur to society that makes the 
political artistic practices even more important, in that sense through artistic investigation 
artists shed the light on these events and brings them to the attention of academia.  
 In the case of Jonas Staal the importance of political artistic practices for both society 
and academia is a case in point. As an artist and a doctoral student Staal decided to establish 
the artistic and political organization called the New World Summit. He gave the floor to 
political parties and organisations which are banned from democratic procedures and he travels 
around the world in an attempt to support them. In other words, he introduces to society 
political parties or even states, as in the case of the Rojava Revolution while they seek to form 
their own democracies, a higher hegemonic power tries to silent them. Moreover, through his 
artistic research he connects academia with the events that occur to society. His detailed 
analyses in various papers and readers shed the light on what The Rojava Revolution is and 
how it is structured, how democracy is structured in Kurdistan, the position of women, and so 
on. At the same time, Staal’s presence in the Rojava Revolution and especially his initiative to 
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bring his academic knowledge in the way he built the parliament of Kurdistan affects society 
and creates a link with academia as well. The importance of political artistic researches is that 
they can underline implications of the fallacious political practices that society or academia 
could possibly ignore. Through art he tries to bypass these restrictions and proposes a new form 
of democracy: the stateless democracy. Critical art, as Mouffe also underlines in her texts, is 
essential for a polyphony in democratic societies; and this is what the art scene and society 
need: more artists engaged with political critical art. Through critical art, as Mouffe expands, 
modern artists can challenge the existing consensus and they can play a significant role helping 
to overturn the existing hegemonic power by creating new subjectivities.121  
Jonas Staal through his artistic research on the Rojava Revolution case manages to play 
an important part in the overturn of the existing hegemony in various different aspects of the 
Rojava Revolution for instance, his assistance in the creation of the parliament of the Rojava 
Revolution. He introduces the agonistic public space as the terrain where plurality prevails and 
gives voice to all the members of the Rojava Revolution who were silenced by previous 
hegemonic powers. Even the way the parliament was constructed underlines the aspects that a 
stateless democracy stands for, such as polyphony, gender equality, religious tolerance and so 
on. Moreover, he succeeds in this by getting across to academia and to a wider public the point 
of view that the Rojava Revolution and the Kurdish Women’s Movement have. It is not 
generally acknowledged what these movements really are and how they organise themselves. 
Many of us might misinterpret their intentions as being bombarded by the propaganda of the 
media and the existing hegemony, but Staal through his research clarifies many of these doubts. 
In addition, he acknowledges that there are more than one counter-hegemonic interventions in 
the area, as part of every vivid society.  
Staal’s research is not just about the Rojava Revolution as a hegemonic power that tries 
to overturn the existing hegemony, it is also about the Kurdish Women’s Movement that has a 
say in the hegemony of the Rojava Revolution and for that reason has organised its own 
councils and militia as a form of counter-hegemonic action. Its purpose is to take part in the 
shaping of the existing hegemony. But in the end, isn’t that the epitome of a vibrant democracy? 
As Mouffe also states, the agonistic struggle, such as the one above, is essential for a vibrant 
democracy since constant hegemonic intervention is an existing and vital part of society.122  
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Lastly, the New World Summit itself, the project that Jonas Staal launched, plays an 
important role in the overturn of the existing hegemony. As an artistic and political organisation 
which intention is to organise “alternative parliaments” and provide a political forum to 
organisations that have been excluded from democracy, which is the hegemonic power, the 
principle action of New World Summit can be characterised as a counter-hegemonic 
intervention as well. All in all, from the general as the New World Summit, to the specific as 
the case of the Rojava Revolution, the role of the artist is engaged with political actions which 
challenge the existing consensus and aims to the overturn the existing hegemonic power.  
All in all, I strongly believe that the symbiosis between society and academia can be 
achieved especially when political art is involved. 
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5. Conclusion 
 
Through the chapters of this thesis it has become clear that artistic research is essential for the 
academic world since its contribution to the art sphere and academia is tremendous. Artistic 
research achieves to bring together society and academia through a joint investigation and at 
the same time succeeds on being understandable in both realms. Especially in the case of 
research in political art practices, this interface becomes even stronger. Both society and 
academia influence the basis of artistic research and both are being influenced by the progress 
of the research, indicating that a connection between them has been made. Besides the debate 
regarding artistic research, its presence in academia is necessary because it brings knowledge 
through the investigation that otherwise might never reach the field of higher education in the 
form of a research that actively participates in the evolution of society. That is also the reason 
why more artists should concentrate on political art practices. While being politically engage 
with art, artists can thoroughly investigate events that occur to society through the lens of 
artistic research with the final results of that investigation being appreciated by the academic 
world. Academia and society in order to participate in the best possible performance both need 
that interface and also, especially in these times, it is essential to shed the light on matters that 
occur to society, such the Rojava Revolution, which makes the importance of that 
interconnection is even greater. Academia should pave the way for political artists to share 
their knowledge and experience on social matters within the walls of academia, while through 
their research artists can have an impact on society respectively.   
  
Vicky Konstantinidou 
 
40 
 
 
Bibliography  
 
 Bishop, Claire. ‘Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics.’ October, Fall 2004, pp. 51–
79. 
 Borgdorff, Henk. The Conflict of the Faculties: Perspectives on Artistic Research and 
Academia. Amsterdam: Leiden University Press, 2012. 
 Elkins, James. Artists with PhDs: On the New Doctoral Degree in Studio Art. 
Washington, D.C.: New Academia, 2009. 
 Hannula, Mika, Juha Suoranta, and Tere Vadén. Artistic Research: Theories, Methods 
and Practices. Helsinki: Academy of Fine Arts, 2005. 
 In der Maur, Renée and Jonas Staal, “Introduction” in: New World Academy Reader 
#5, Utrecht: BAK, basis voor actuele kunst, 2015, pp. 15-26 
 Jones, Amelia. A Companion to Contemporary Art since 1945. Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Pub., 2006. 
 Kaya, Gönul, “Why Jineology? Re-Constructing the Sciences towards a Communal and 
Free Life”, in New World Academy Reader #5, Utrecht: BAK, basis voor actuele kunst, 
2015, pp. 83-96 
 Lippard, Lucy. ‘Trojan Horses: Activist Art and Power’ in Art After Modernism : 
Rethinking Representation. New York: New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1984. 
 Marcus, Aliza, Blood and Belief: The PKK and the Kurdish Fight for Independence. 
New York: New York UP, 2007. 
 Miller, Jason. "Activism vs. Antagonism: Socially Engaged Art from Bourriaud to 
Bishop and Beyond." FIELD, 2016. 
 Mouffe, Chantal. ‘Artistic Activism and Agonistic Spaces.’ Art & Research 1.2, 
Summer 2007. 
 Mouffe, Chantal. Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically. London: Verso, 2013. 
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 Öcalan, Abdullah, Liberating Life Woman's Revolution. Köln: Mesopotamian Publ., 
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